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Exploring Gender Stereotypes in Latin America:
Machismo and Marianismo
Throughout most of the world, the idea of masculinity is defined in similar ways.
It usually refers to a defining set of characteristics relating to male behavior in contrast to

female behavior. Some of the behavioral differences can be accounted for
physiologically in regard to hmmones such as androgens, but the influence appears to be
negligible when considering the research on gender and behavior. Most of the observable
differences seem to be accounted for by environmental or cultural factors.
Latin American culture has some of the most recognizable standards of behavior
that differentiates the social roles for men and women. The intent of this thesis is to
examine these roles through the concept of machismo. Machismo is a stereotypical
variant of masculinity that has been recognized throughout Latin America. It is
characterized as an exaggerated form of masculinity and pervades throughout many
aspects of life.
Because this style of masculinity is so pervasive, it has wide-reaching effects
on sexuality. It influences relationships between men and women, relationships among
men, between adult men and children, social customs, politics, and as more research has
identified, levels of machismo may influence psychological disorders and substance
abuse. This thesis will explore machismo throughout the gamut of social interactions and
examine the varying opinions relating to the roots of machismo and how it is perpetuated
throughout Latin American culture.
In addition to tracing the evolutionary past of machismo, this work will contrast
machismo with the concept of marianismo, which is the female counterpart that
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traditionally characterizes the role of the Latin American woman. Also, the family
dynamics will be examined from the standpoint of these social roles. The psychological
disorders that may be associated will be discussed as well as the influence machismo has
on sexuality with an emphasis on homosexuality and how it manifests in the context of
hypermasculinity. Finally, the thesis will look at the construct of machismo from a
different perspective. More recent research has begun to question the generalizations that
are made when studying gender within the Latin American context. The research
questions traditional stereotypes and asks us to look at gender roles on an individual
basis.

t..
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Machismo
Much of the research regarding gender or subjects relating to gender in Latin
America seem to clearly define the roles for men and women. The roles for men are
defined by strong, dominant, assertive behavior. The notions have been reinforced in
popular movies and television. Latin men are often portrayed as the prototypical seducer
such as the Don Juan image. Other Latin men are portrayed as bandits or drunkards
(Casa, Turner, Ruiz deEsparza, 2001). These images have helped perpetuate the
stereotype of machismo. The term machismo originated from the popular movies
depicting Latin Men in the 1940's and 1950's (Gutmann, 1996). The concept of
machismo has come to represent a wide variety of typical characteristics that have
become associated with Latin men, especially men from Mexico. These characteristics
include, but are not limited to: sexual promiscuity, excessive consumption of alcohol,
controlling of woman, bravery, assertiveness and aggressiveness. According to some
researchers, the macho status in real life is not considered in effect tmtil the Latin man
has had sexual relations with a woman (Murgia, 2002). Another common perception is
for the macho man to have "la casa chica" which means "small house". This is a home
fmancially supported by a married man. Accordingly, his mistress and his illegitimate
children live in this stereotypical home. Machismo stereotypes suppose that a man is to
father many children (the more male children that he has, the better) (Murgia, 2002).
Sexual potency is a source of great pride for the macho man. Many times these
men will brag about sexual conquests and even invent stories so others can perceive them
as especially virile. Another image the macho male suggests is that of a fighter. A man
who is known to physically fight to protect the honor of his women is patiicularly
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revered. Macho men also tend to exhibit a great deal of emotional inhibition (Murgia,
2002). This trait can be detrimental to a man's psychological well-being. This matter will
be discussed further in a later portion of this thesis.
The emotions that are acceptable and expected among macho men are distmst,
anger and jealousy. Other emotions such as fear, sadness, and sometimes compassion are
unacceptable and tend to be repressed. Machismo can be recognized in a man who feels
ownership over the women in his wife, and thus treats her as property and guards her as a
prized possession. Alcohol consumption is commonly considered to be high in the
typical macho man. The more alcohol a man can drink without getting drunk, the better
in retaining his macho image (Ingham, 1986).
A man is expected to work and to provide for his family's economic welfare.

In

retum for his efforts, he expects ·complete loyalty and devotion from his wife and
children (Murgia, 2002). Many differing opinions exist about how and why this form of
masculinity has developed as well as if and why this construct is unique to this region of
the world. This thesis will discuss the origins and evolution of machismo, however first
the special role reserved for women will be examined.
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Marianismo
There is not as much research documenting marianismo as there is documenting
machismo. It is possible that machismo has more implications for society. Machismo is
characterized as loud and assertive whereas marianismo is silent, self effacing and
modest. So, it would seem that marianismo is a much more hidden style of behavior,
which doesn't lend as well to being noticed or studied. In fact, the term "marianismo"
was not even coined until 1973. Evelyn P. Stevens first used the word in her book
contrasting traditional Latin female behavior with that of machismo.
Marianismo has a very spiritual connotation. The word is derived from the Virgin
Mary. In the Roman Catholic religion, as in other Christian religions, Mary is a virgin
but also an angel and therefore an object of worship. The reason this gender stereotype
of marianismo is associated with the Virgin Mary is that the Latin woman is expected to
live up to ideal standards. She is expected to be the embodiment of everything the Virgin
Mary symbolizes. The belief is that women who possess the characteristics of
marianismo are spiritually superior to men. This superiority comes with much suffering
because she is to assume a martyr attitude and deal stoically with whatever smi of
behavior that the men in her life exhibit. She is expected to withhold judgment and accept
the machismo attitude in all of its forms. Marianismo, then, is the counterpart of
machismo (Stevens, 1973).
Another term describing female Latin behavior is hembrismo (literally
femaleness). The terms marianismo and hembrismo are used relatively interchangeably
throughout the research that has been conducted on the subject. However, marianismo
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seems to be used most often. This construct has been said to starkly contrast with the
behavior of machismo (Murgia, 2002). Because machismo is an amplification of
maleness, marianismo is the amplification of feminine behaviors. With this attitude
comes weakness, a passive attitude toward male behavior and submissive to the point of
accepting a mans infidelity by considering it to be his nature (Murgia, 2002). This
submissive nature extends to the traditional marianista's role as being economically
dependent on men. She depends totally on her husband for the family' s financial welfare.
She, in turn, takes on the burden of domestic duties including the rearing of children. She
is responsible for providing emotional support and affection, as well as passing down
cultural values, spiritual teachings and beliefs to the next generation (Mirande, 1997).
Probably the most interesting aspect of marianismo is how it asserts spiritual and
moral superiority over men. Women essentially are placed on a pedestal and they are
expected to live up to high standards. The stigma involved with slipping off the pedestal
can be severe. According to Evelyn Stevens, when she originally researched the
phenomenon, she found that marianismo was unique to Latin American mestizo (mixed
Spanish and Indian blood) woman. Some elements that eventually compromised the
marianismo personality can be traced back to Italy and Spain, two countries where
Roman Catholicism is widely practiced, marianismo, however, is only fully developed in
Latin America (Murgia, 2002). The reason for this is not entirely certain, but it could be
a reaction to the unique development of machismo.
Mariansimo is characterized by a certain "semi-divinity" : there is a high regard
for the sacred mother figure. A woman can be aggressive with her own daughter or
daughter-in-law but must always show the utmost deference to her own mother and
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mother-in-law. Stevens also went on to say that woman might even be counted upon to
make sure men get on the right path spiritually to make it to heaven. It is assumed that
woman have a much easier journey on the road to heaven (Stevens, 1973). Appropriate
sexual behavior is integral to the Latin American female stereotype.
Chastity prior to marriage is extremely important (Stevens, 1973). The double
standard however is that macho Latin men pride themselves on their sexual conquests.
This lends to one sex focusing on having as many sexual partners as possible and the
other sex focusing on trying to avoid the stigma of premarital sex. Stevens points out that
the stigma of fornication is strongest among the middle class women. Interestingly, the
extreme upper and lower classes are more likely to be involved in consensual sex outside
of marriage (Stevens, 1973). Marianismo is a rigid and difficult lifestyle to lead. As will
be seen in this thesis, it can actually be the root of various psychological disorders. The
most common disorder linked to this ideal is depression.
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History
Several prominent researchers track the origin of machismo in Latin America to
the Spanish conquests of the new world. Different variations of the conquest theory exist.
Some believe machismo was simply imported form the Iberian Peninsula, others suggest
that machismo was a trait existing within the indigenous cultures that have endured. Most
say that the clash of these two wildly different cultures was responsible for the creation of
machismo. Often, the definition of machismo is restricted to the basic traits of
aggressiveness, heightened sexual prowess and rejection of feminine characteristics.
Many researchers have developed theories that claim that Latin America has a unique
brand of masculinity based on the unique circumstances and dynamics of the foreign and
native relationships formed after the Spanish discovered the New World. Michael
Hardin, a researcher studying early Latin American culture, argues that the concept of
machismo and its expression comes from the fact that Latin America is made up of such a
wide range of cultures. Cultures came together, often violently and unwillingly, to create
a new culture. Machismo, according to him as well as other experts, is the result of this
amalgamation (Hardin, 2002). A few variations of this theory exist and will be
discussed.
Another theorist, Stephen R. Pelletier ( 1997) suggest that machismo, in its truest
sense, was actually a product of the struggle within the Iberian Peninsula many years
before the Spanish traveled west to the New World. For decades, the Iberian Peninsula,
an area that included the land now known as the countries of Spain and Portugal, was
beleaguered by war among the Islamic Moors and the Christian Spaniards. The Moors
came over the Iberian Peninsula from Africa and attempted to conquer the land. The
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Moors were Succ

essful and ruled for many years, but never successfully eradicated

Christianity or imposed their culture on the natives. Wars and uprising were
commonplace as the Christians fought to regain control. This created a culture of war and
violence. Generations were raised to fight, and much emphasis was placed on military
heroism and assertive masculinity.
The formative years of Spain and Portugal were unique in the sense that war was
a permanent element of their culture. Finally the Moors were defeated and Christians
regained control, but the machismo culture that was created lingered on (Pelletier, 1997).
This was important to the New World when the Spanish set out to conquer and
Christianize the New World. Some attention, although very little, has been given to the ,
masculinity that existed within the indigenous cultmes prior to the conquest.
Some anthropologists suggest that some of the largest native populations such as
the Incas, and especially the war-like Aztecs, already had an especially heightened form
of masculinity threaded throughout their culture and that this emphasis on masculinity
has simply been passed down through the generations (Christensen & Christensen, 1992).
There is not much information to support the idea that machismo lingers from the days
when the native populations thrived, in fact, significant evidence exists to counter that
very idea. The idea of gender was very different to the Indians of North and South
America when compared to the concept of gender commonly held by the Europeans.
One curious component in the culture of the native tribes was the existence of the
berdache, also known as the "Two-Spirit" (Trexler, 1995).
When the Spanish arrived in the New World, they ruled according to their own
perspective on gender. Berdache was the name given to Indian men who dressed as

.....
I
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women and assumed women's roles. The actual te1m "berdache" comes from the Arabic
term for "male prostitute". It was very common for the Spanish to refer to and compare
the Indians to the Moors because the Moors were enemies of the Spanish for so long.
They would make reference to characteristics of the Moors when insulting or degrading
the Indians (Nanda, 2002). In Spain, before anyone traveled across the Atlantic Ocean, it
was common to characterize something as "Moorish" when it was considered feminine.
This notion was transferred to the native Indians when the Spaniards considered behavior
of the men to be effeminate (Hardin, 2002). Most of the tribes practiced religions that
were polytheistic. The gender of these gods they worshipped was not clearly defmed.
Some gods were actually androgynous. In their mythologies the sex would change from
one story to the next (Brundange, 1979). Homosexual acts were performed in various
religious ceremonies. The role of the two-spirit was often exalted (Trexler, 1995). So, the
origin of machismo seems to have little to do with the native Indians since the concept of
gender was somewhat blurred. The Spanish concept is much more clearer.
Hernando Cortes, a prominent figure of the Conquest and leader of several
expeditions, is blamed for being a contributor to the construction of machismo. It is said
that the eradication of sodomy among the Indian population became an obsession for
him. He, like many conquistadors, referred to the indigenous as "Moorish", implying
effeminacy. The temples constructed by the natives were likened to Islamic mosques. He
declared new rules in the conquest of the Indians. He forbid the use of sodomy as a way
to show domination over the males or the "two-spirits". He wanted the concept and
embodiment of the "two-spirit" completely removed from the Indian culture (Hardin,
2002).

~

~ ----------------
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Another contribution of Cortes was his responsibility for the infamous La
Malinche, also know as Malintzin or Dona Marina. Malinche was an Indian woman
taken by Cortes. She became his sexual slave and translator. The natives perceived this
as betrayal because she was helping Cortes and his men in their effort to conquer her own
people. Throughout Mexican history she is remembered as "la chingada" or, crudely
translated, "the fucked one" (Paz, 1985). Her legacy may contribute, in patt, to the
misogynistic aspect of machismo within Mexican culture.
The idea that the Spanish are responsible for the propagation of machismo seems
much more plausible. What is even more plausible is that machismo is a result of the
influence of the Spanish forcing their culture upon the native Indians. Many variations of
this theory exist, including one that posits that machismo came along with the new race
that was created when the Spanish and Indians started to have children. The new race of
people who were created are known as "mestizos". Many of the pregnancies were the
result of rape. The children of the women who were raped, often were rejected by other
members of their tribe. The Spanish father had little to no influence on the child's life.
These mestizo children typically were not raised in the most loving conditions and thus
adopted the machismo attitude as a survival mechanism (Liebman, 1976). The
indigenous women were treated with disregard by many of the Conquistadors. They
were used and discarded after satisfying the sexual appetites of the Spanish. This
angered the husbands, fathers, and brothers of the Indian woman, as they were helpless to
prevent the brutality the woman suffered at the hands of the Spanish. Machismo could,

in part, be a reaction to the helplessness felt by the Indian men. Developing
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characteristics of machismo could have been their way of dealing with the situation and
regaining a sense of control or power.
The Spaniards sometimes tortured the natives for various purposes. Among the
practiced forms of torture was genital mutilation and castration (Trexler, 1995). Richard
Trexler, an expert in colonialism in Latin America, recognizes genital torture as a " demasculinization" ofthe Indians (1995). It was used as a way for the Conquistadors to
assert their domination over the Indians. Castration was actually a form of punishment
used in Iberia and then brought to the New World. The torture practiced in the New
World was especially gruesome. Many accounts of violence involving castration were
documented. Other accounts involve the symbolism of rape, as the Spanish would anally
penetrate Indian males. It is believed that the Spanish chose this type of punishment
because it carried a level of shame that no other torture could. The surviving victim was
violated and degraded to a degree that could not be forgotten (Hardin, 2002). The
Spanish were afforded sexual dominance through these acts and the conquered male
victim had to invent coping strategies, which might have contributed to the production of
machismo. Hardin suggests that many indigenous males were feminized by the Spanish
through sexual violation. Machismo was a way to recover a lost sense of masculinity.
Other components involved in the evolution of machismo are also considered
significant. One ofthese components is the presence of homosexuality. Its occurrence
within the Indian culture may have played an important role in the construction of
machismo for a few reasons. As the Spanish colonized the land, the pressure to conform
to European culture was very strong. The Catholic doctrine provided severe punishment
for outward expressions of male-to-male sexuality. To avoid repercussions, the Indians
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learned quickly to make sure that their heterosexuality could not be questioned. The
Indians may have become vocal about their desire for women in order to avoid
punishment. This may have translated into the machismo attitude in modem times as it is
characterized by an overt masculinity and outward expression of male sexual desire for
females.
It is interesting to consider this outward sexual expression when comparing it to

the expression or lack thereof, in colonial North America. The assertive and obvious
sexuality of Spanish men settling in the new world stands in stark contrast to a typical
Puritan male who colonized the North American landscape. Within certain boundaries,
sexuality could be discussed among the Spanish. Spanish Catholicism dictated through
the Council of Trent, that it was the duty of married couples to maintain the satisfaction
of sexual desires within the marriage. So, in this regard, sex could be talked about. The
Puritans had markedly different views about open expression of sexuality. It was rarely
discussed, even within the confines of marriage. A defining trait of machismo is the open,
sometimes vulgar talk about sex among men. This may account for the differences that
exist even today as the Puritan influence still lingers in North America. Anglo
Americans are said to be less open about sexuality when compared to Latin Americans
(Hardin, 2002).
Another difference was that the Spanish conquest was done almost exclusively by
men. Very few women came over from Spain during the early stages of colonization,
whereas the English Puritans began their colonization with whole families moving to
North America (Hardin, 2002). There was little intermingling among Indians of North
America and the colonists. Because there were so few Spanish women among the
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Conquistadors, this left Indian women much more vulnerable to the appetites of the
Spanish men. Sexuality became such a large component of the conquest. The North
American colonists were more interested in pushing the Indians away while the
Conquistadors exploited the Indians for sex and slave labor (Hardin, 2002). This created
a completely different dynamic in Latin America than Anglo America developed. The
resentment was more intense in Latin America and the machismo attitude could
potentially have been the result.
Regarding the masculinity of the Spanish conquistadors, it is possible to infer that
the lack of Spanish women in the New World served to intensify the masculinity ofthe
men. The expression of machismo became a sort of mating ritual as the efforts to win the
hearts of Spanish women became more and more competitive. Because so few Spanish
women carne to the New World, the average Spanish man had to work even harder to win
their affection. Because so few "white" women were around, the attentions of those who
were present were much more coveted. In order for the man to be successful in the
courtship, he would have to be braver and stronger than the other men. Proving one's
masculinity became an important goal for many of the Latin men. Machismo thus became
a commodity in the early days of colonizing Latin America (Yelvington, 1997).
Throughout the colonial history of Latin America, there seems to be a
preoccupation with the active and passive roles of sex. Masculinity seems to be defmed
by the active role. If a male assumed the passive role, it was viewed as a rejection of his
own masculinity. The rejection of the "passive" role, literally and figuratively, has
become the basis for machismo. In fact, in the past and even today in some areas of Latin
America, a man is only considered homosexual if he takes on the passive role.
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So, it is clear that there are many plausible explanations for the origin of
machismo. Some theories seem more believable, while others make broad
generalizations. It is likely that a combination of all of these factors and others, contribute
to the construction of machismo. It is a response to the conquest, the exploitation of
indigenous woman, and the humiliation of the sexuality of the indigenous men. Its roots
go back further to the Iberian Peninsula and their long history of war. It is a product of
the Spanish adaptation to life in the New World. The stereotype of machismo has also
been perpetuated by Anglo culture as an exclusively Latin American phenomenon
(Gutmann, 1997).
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Homosexuality and Machismo
Machismo can put a burden on even the most masculine of men. The pressure to
Jive up to an expected role can be difficult for anyone, but for a homosexual individual,
trying to fit into this stereotype can be especially brutal. In most Latin American
societies homosexuals are forced to live a clandestine existence. Mention of their
lifestyle and/or outward displays of femininity could easily bring about scorn, ridicule
and even violence (Reed, 1997).
Latin America, as does most of the world, has a history of homosexuality. The
history of homosexuality in the region is very difficult to trace and study because ofthe
scarcity of recorded information about the subject. However, historians have pieced
together some interesting information that has shed some light on the matter.
According to Martin Nesvig (2001), a historian specializing in Latin American
culture, sexuality tends to follow a model depending on the culture. He asserts that there
is a preoccupation with what is considered an "honor-shame" paradigm. To retain honor,
the individual musts be a "penetrator". Shame comes to the "penetrated". This standard
follows the typical characteristics of machismo, where the dominant male is considered
honorable. This model is rather simplistic in its assumption that Latin American
homosexuality is based on a dominate-submissive pattem of behavior (Nesvig, 2001).
In a controversial essay, El Laberinto de La Soledad, Octavia Paz wrote that in
Mexico, a homosexual sex act is generally not respected, but the submissive partner
receives the bnmt of the scom. The active partner is tolerated on the grounds that he is
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satisfying the "normal" male desire to penetrate. What is interesting is that homosexual
behavior seems to be defmed culturally by male and female roles rather than by two
males taking homosexual roles. So, any partner taking the "female" role is ridiculed for
compromising his masculinity. These sexual roles are deeply ingrained throughout the
cultural landscape of Latin America and contribute significantly to the machismo attitude
that considers dominant behavior as male and submissive behavior as female (Nesvig,
2001).
Centuries ago, the act of sodomy became associated with male-to-male sexual
behavior. Sodomy became reviled as the worst kind of sexual lust. St. Thomas Aquinas
stated that sodomy was " a violation of natural, canon, civil, and scriptural laws".
According to Boswell, this was somewhat of a revolutionary definition because it was the
first time sodomy was said to violate the so-called "natural laws". These laws supported
the notion that any sexual activity that could not result in conception were violations of
nature. This violation of nature concept is the foundation for most of the negative
attitudes that were perpetuated about homosexuality for centuries to come (Boswell,
1980). Such were the attitudes of the Spanish before they came to the new world.

It is recognized that the Spanish Inquisition prosecuted sodomy. However, the
measures used to prosecute sodomy remains unknown. It seems the heretical belief that
sodomy was not a sin could have been more serious than the commission of the act itself.
Controversy abounds regarding the treatment and attitudes toward the active and passive
participants. Some historians believe that the passive partners were punished more
severely. In Richard Trexler's study (1995) of early colonial homosexuality, the cultures
of the Iberian Peninsula and of Meso-America merged, allowing the dominant partner to
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be more respected for his conquest and the penetrated partner denigrated for his

submission. Trexler does provide some evidence that the more macho role, the more
dominant role, was more culturally acceptable and therefore more tolerated and less
severely punished. Here the significance of machismo plays a role in Latin American
homosexuality because many historians and anthropologist believe that submissive
partners were more stigmatized than partners taking the more "masculine" roles. Not
much is mentioned about individuals found to be alternating roles, which most certainly
took place as well. What is mentioned, however, is the fact that the passive partner could
be excused if he were a younger male of age 14 or below. In such a case it the act would
be considered a matter of rape (Nesvig, 2001).
Understanding the true nature of the law on punishment for sodomy has proven
very difficult because of the incomplete records on the subject. Some important records
are believed to have burned in a fire in a government building in Mexico in the late
1600's. Only scattered evidence is available regarding homosexual behavior during the
time of the Aztecs. For instance, Geoffrey Kimball (1993) asserts that in Aztec culture,
becoming a passive pruiner was seriously damaging to one's masculine honor. For this
reason, he says that sodomy was used to humiliate and de-masculinize men as a form of
punishment.
In Brazil, the history of homosexuality seems to have been preserved in a more
organized fashion. Specialist in early Brazilian history, Luiz Mott has studied
homosexuality during Brazils colonial period and has come to some interesting
conclusions (Mott, 1988). For instance, Mott maintains that it became a common belief
in Brazil that the mere presence of a homosexual could bring about a disease and or a
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wide array of natural disasters. He says that this belief was common not only in Brazil

but also in most of Spanish America. Because the Inquisition was mostly successful in
rural areas, sodomy became almost exclusively an urban activity. In Brazil,
homosexuality was regarded in much of the same way as in the rest of Latin America- as
a violation of traditional sexual mores, religious values and as a significant denunciation
of ones masculinity (Nesvig, 2001). The ideas about and attitudes toward homosexuality
seem to have remained relatively unchanged since the colonial days. Machismo has
remained relatively unchallenged and therefore has continued to challenge non-traditional
male behavior. Life for a homosexual is typically difficult all over the world, but because
of such rigid expectations of masculinity in Latin America, the difficulties there seem
nearly insurmountable.
Historians still are putting the pieces together to give a more concrete
understanding of the subject. Unfortunately, there seems to be an unusual dearth in the
amount of information available to researchers. There cquld be a number of reasons why
this is so, including the fact that many records may have been destroyed or possibly never
created because of the embarrassment or disgust that the topic can evoke (Nesvig ,2001).
The idea of a "social order" has also been a challenge to the acceptance of
homosexuality. Because Latin American culture is set up in a gender- appropriate
manner and the values are adhered to so strongly, violations of traditional roles are not
taken lightly. Daniel Bao (1993) has put the "social order" perspective on his work
regarding homosexuality and has concluded that upsetting this order, having men take on
woman's roles or vice-versa, is very frightening to the Latin American culture at large.
He suggests this could be one reason it is so strongly reviled. The values of machismo
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and marianismo are deeply ingrained and in some ways very comfortable for many Latin
Americans. Any sort of challenge to these values can spark anger that is directed towards
those who violate the norm. The norm seems to be violated most by the passive pruiner
who takes on the so-called female role. The active partner is still exhibiting a macho role.
Rob Buffmgton (1993), a historian and author, is convinced that the majority of
the stigma is reserved for the submissive partner. This idea is illustrated clearly among
the prison inmate population in Latin American countries. Prison inmates who played the
active role in sexual encounters were able to retain their masculinity and were not
scrutinized for their "conquest". The opposite was true for the submissive inmate who
either willingly or unwillingly engaged in sexual activity. The active partners were not
considered homosexual, however, the passive partners were virtually stripped of their
masculine identity. They were sometimes called derogatory names such as "puto" which
connotes a "bitch" or a "queer". The names given to the insertive partner such as
"mayate" or "chingon" don't crury the same demeaning stigma.
The sex roles seem to be characterized in terms of male-female or masculine feminine stereotypes. These roles are violated more severely when a male cross-dresses
or lives as a transvestite. Many of these cross-dressing individuals do not consider
themselves to be homosexual. Most of them actually consider themselves to be
heterosexual females. Some of these individuals wish to have a sex-change operation and
be known as transsexuals. Transvestites and transsexuals often are targets for violence;
assumingly because they are violating the norms so severely that their behavior is seen as
threatening to many that adhere to tradition (Reding, 1997).
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In Mexico, the murdering of transvestites increased dramatically during the years
of !990-1995 (Reding, 1997). One reason for the marked increase in this violence during
this five-year span was a ruling by the governor ofthe State ofChiapas in 1990. This law
made cross-dressing in public a crime. The transvestites, especially in the state capital of
Tuxtla, continued to dress as women. This was their way of life and in some cases, part
of their livelihood. Shortly after the law passed, transvestites started to be murdered at an
alarming rate. The murders seem to have been committed by federal officials because
guns that are only issued to federal law enforcement officials were used in majority of the
deaths. During this time, the governor made a public statement saying that the
homosexual community is "unnatural, and violates all concepts of ethics, hygiene and
normality". This statement further inflamed tensions in the community (Reding, 1997).
These investigations seemed to receive little attention and virtually no effort is made by
federal agencies to stop these crimes. Domestic and human rights organizations have
denounced the Mexican government for its indifference and even its complicity regarding
these murders (Reding, 1997). It seems obvious that the strongly held notions of
machismo and the traditional sex roles that most Latin Americans uphold contributed to
the society' s indifference in these atrocities.
Governmental intolerance of homosexual behavior and expression is common
among Latin American countries. For instance, Cuba probably has the most repressive
policies toward homosexuals in the Latin American world. Fidel Castro is the
embodiment of the ideals of Machismo. He and his regime have systematically
attempted to marginalize homosexuals in Cuba (Lumsden, 1996). Ian Lumsden (1996)
has clrronicled the terrible existence gay men in Cuba are forced to live. In the past
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homosexual men have been forced into camps. Patients with HN were quarantined. The
overall climate for homosexuals has been very repressive in Cuba. There seems to be no
formally organized homosexual rights movement in Cuba to further the cause (Lumsden,

1996).
Men who violate the societal norms of macho behavior in Latin America seem
to be harassed and degraded significantly more often than women who do not fit into the
roarianismo stereotype. Lesbians rarely are targets for violent crimes (Reding, 1997).
The exact reasons are unknown, but it does seem that lesbians are less numerous and less
visible within society (Reding, 1997). Even so, lesbian expression and behavior do not
seem to evoke the same bitter hatred and anger that male homosexual behavior does.
Lesbians definitely do experience discrimination, but rarely does this lead to violence in
Latin American countries. The discrimination that lesbians fear most is job discrimination
and the possibility that a lesbian mother may lose her children if she reveals the truth
about her sexuality. Claudia Hinojosa, a Mexican lesbian activist, says that lesbian
mothers are very afraid that the courts will take away custody of their children if they are
too open about their sexuality. Because attitudes tend to be much milder towards
lesbians, they are the first to make strides in the political arena. Some openly homosexual
women have been elected as public officials. However, it is still unheard of for an openly
homosexual male to be considered a serious candidate for political office in Latin
America (Reding, 1997).
Because machismo is so valued in Latin American society, homosexual men are
very unlikely to expose themselves for fear of ridicule, and even violence. Because of this
fear, epidemiologists find it very difficult to track the spread of HN and AIDS in Latin
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.America since so many Latin American men are unwilling to honestly admit to their
sexual behavior. This creates problems when programs are being designed to prevent the
spread ofHIV and AIDS. Latin American governments have spent little to no money for
AIDS prevention targeting the gay population, but recent evidence shows this trend
evolving and more governments are understanding the importance of being more open, if
not for the sake of tolerance, for the prevention of this deadly disease. Some non-profit
organizations have launched successful campaigns and are continuing the struggle to
educate the population (Gutmann 1996).
While the continuing influence of machismo remains strong in Latin America,
homosexuals will face many social challenges. Because there exists such a strong
stereotype of masculinity, homosexual men do not openly discuss their orientation with
even their closest friends and relatives. For this reason, much ofthe sexual activity that
takes place among men tends to be clandestine, anonymous and unsafe (Guanero, 2001).
Research examining the relationship between social support and long-term health in
homosexual men indicates that men with fewer social networks have a higher risk of
having poor health (Guarnera, 2001). Although this research is not solid proof that poor
social support contributes directly to the spread of infectious disease, the silence and
stigma does not create an environment of openness, education and respect for the lifestyle
of Latino gay men.
Further research indicates that Latino gay men are at a high risk for depression,
suicide, and risky sexual behavior. Peter Guarnera (200 1) has researched the social
implications for homosexual men. He suggests that Latino gay men are stigmatized and
often are rejected by their own families. There is a heavy price to pay when a Latin man
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falls considerably short of the high expectations of machismo. This marginalizaton and

familY rejection makes a Latino gay male significantly more vulnerable to depression.
Suicide rates are also higher due to the relationship with depression. Another frightening
implication of this poor social predicament, although more speculative, is the chance that
Latino gays may engage in high-risk sexual behavior. Even when they are educated about
the risks, they may not care as much about themselves to take the necessary precautions
(Guarnera, 2001).
The culture of machismo appears to make life especially difficult for homosexual
men in Latin America. Lesbians seem to have it a bit easier, but there is still social
stigma and fear experienced by lesbians that is not typical of heterosexual women. If
Latin culture evolves in a direction that moves away from the stereotypes of machismo
and marianismo, homosexuals might feel more comfortable expressing their sexuality in
a more tolerant atmosphere.
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Psychology of Machismo and Marianismo
Very little research has been done on the psychology of machismo. This is an area
of study that might yield interesting conclusions. The research that has been done so far
offers insight into the implications of machismo and marianismo. The traits associated
with machismo and marianismo may not promote good mental health. In fact, several of
the traits could be considered maladaptive.
Patricia Reed (200 1) conducted an interesting study by looking at machismo from
the standpoint of Bowlby's attachment theory. Prior to her work, there has been no
research focusing on machismo from this perspective. The attachment theory, which is
supported by a significant amount of evidence, basically assumes that the manner of
social functioning within individuals is the result of the relationship with the primary
caregiver when he or she was an infant. Three main styles of attachments can come out
of this infant-caregiver relationship: the secure attachment style, the insecure/avoidant,
and the insecure/anxious style (Reed, 2001). More contemporary research suggests that
these attachment styles, once formed during very early childhood, will endure into
adulthood and influence the way we form romantic attachments in a love relationship
(Hazan and Shaver, 1987). Our attachment histories, according to Hazan and Shaver
(1987), are the reason that people experience the romantic attachment process differently.
Adults, who were able to form secure attachments as infants, typically are able to form
secure attachments to their partners. They tend to have healthier relationships and
appropriately can rely on their partner for emotional support. Individuals with an anxious
attachment style tend to cling to their pattners too much and rely on the partner for their
emotional well-being.
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The pattern of compulsive self-reliance is the hallmark of the avoidant attachment
style. This attachment style is the one most closely related to machismo because the
stereotype infers a strong sense of independence. Bowlby has suggested that inconsistent
nurturing as an infant prevents an individual from developing healthy attachments. They
become detached and avoid intimate relationships as they get older. Further studies of
attachment styles show individuals with an avoidant style are more likely to be
uncommitted and involved in more that one sexual relationship at the same time (Hazan
and Shaver, 1987). The stereotype of machismo is typically associated with the sexual
conquest. The more women a macho man has sex with, the more he fits the stereotype.
Domination of a partner through hostility and in some instances violence are also traits
suggested by the label of machismo This sort of behavior has also been shown to be more
prevalent among those classified as having an avoidant attachment style. So, these
examples are given to support the theory that machismo could be a personality
component that has resulted from the attachment style created by early care giving
experiences (Reed, 200 1).
It is interesting to note that a similar explanation was given during the discussion
of the origins of machismo. When Spanish men procreated with Indian women, the
mestizo offspring were often rejected on certain levels because they were a reminder
ofthe Spaniards' brutal conquest. Many times mestizo children were the product of rape.
These children supposedly were brought up with a lack of warmth and affection that
would have been given otherwise. It is therefore possible that a generation of mestizo
children grew up with an avoidant attachment style that contributed to a set of
characteristics and behaviors that later came to be known as machismo.
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Most of the time, machismo is defined by outward traits or behaviors. Only
within the last few years have any researchers begun to look for internal or psychological
explanations for this form ofhypetmasculinty. The attachment style explanation is the
most intuitively appealing. It is not scientific, but the study conducted by Reed provided
significant results. Hispanic men involved in the study who self-reported an avoidant
attachment style exhibited significantly higher levels of machismo related characteristics
and behavior (Reed, 2001). Of course more research ofthis nature will have to be done to
show a very strong connection, but this is rather innovative research that deserves an
even closer look.
Other studies have shown a significant link between machismo and alcoholism.
Macho men are typically seen as men who pride themselves on the amount they can drink
(Mirande, 1997). Because macho attitudes restrict the range of emotions exhibited by
men, it can be said that alcohol consumption masks true feelings and is used as a coping
mechanism. If and when this gets out of control, the diagnosis of alcoholism may be
appropriate. It seems likely that an exaggerated sense of maleness could contribute to a
greater risk in becoming an alcoholic. Not much substantiated research exists regarding
this connection, but further research could be done to examine this further.
The traits and personalities associated with marianismo seem to have their own
psychological consequences. The main psychological consequence seems to be
depression. Maria Vasquez (1998) has proposed a theory that the cultural ideal of
marianismo contributes greatly to the psychological disorder of depression. Because
women fitting the marianismo stereotype tend to silence themselves and engage in a
disproportionate amount of self-sacrificing behaviors, depression comes as a result of the
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way they feel they should live their lives. A 1994 National Comorbidity study revealed
Hispanics as the highest reporters of depression (Vasquez, 1998). Additionally, Hispanic
woman have significantly more cases of depression than Hispanic men. The reason
Hispanic woman have such a high risk is because they have the greatest numbers of risk
factors associated with depression. One indirect result of the marianismo style of
behavior is satisfaction with relationships. Some researchers suggest that women who
have assumed the marianismo role are less likely to be satisfied in a love relationship,
because she is routinely placing her needs secondary to the needs of her husband
(Vasquez, 1998). This logically assumes that she is less satisfied when she constantly
silences herself, and denies herself of the things that would make her most happy.
Even before a Hispanic woman finds a partner or husband, if she has already
adopted the marianismo characteristics she is no stranger to self-denial. A high value is
placed on a woman's virginity, so many Hispanic women understand the stigma placed
on premarital sex and avoid it at all costs. By the time they do get married, they
understand their role is secondary to men and that it is their job to please them. Thus, by
the time a woman marries, she is likely already to have acquired a preponderance of risk
factors associated with depression. Passivity or the repression of anger, especially when
dealing with men, is also a factor that can put a Hispanic woman at risk. The study
conducted by Vazquez ( 1998) indicates that regardless of age, woman who are shown to
be self-silent and who self-sacrifice within a relationship have consistently higher levels
of depression.
Men may also suffer psychologically from machismo stereotypes. Jose
Fragoso and Susan Kashubeck (2000) have shown a link between depression and
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machismo. By using certain characteristics associated with machismo, they looked into
the levels of machismo among several Mexican American men. Because machismo
connotes a high level of restrictive emotionality, the researchers hypothesized that this
would place a man at a higher risk for depression if he exhibited this trait. They theorized
that the higher levels of machismo-related characteristics predicted higher levels of stress
and depression. Jennifer Unger (2002) has shown that Latino males in the United States
who have higher levels of behaviors associated with machismo have a higher risk of
substance abuse in general.
Psychologists and counselors are faced with a unique challenge when treating
Hispanic patients. Especially when Anglo-American professionals pick up the gauntlet
and attempt to help Latinos deal with psychological disorders. The most important thing a
mental health professional must do before treating a Hispanic patient is to discard any
pre-conceived stereotypes they might have about Latin American culture or any gender
related stereotypes they may potentially have (Casas, Turner, & Ruiz de Esparza, 2001).
It is quite common to find that Anglo-Americans possess a set of stereotypes about Latin
Americans. The machismo stereotype is not unknown to Americans. Some researchers
assert that this stereotype has been perpetrated to support American Imperialism
(Mirande 1996). The macho Latin men tend to be portrayed as brash, uneducated,
drunken and womanizing. Professionals must monitor their feelings and ideas to be
certain that they are not influenced by these notions in order to be able to treat their
patients correctly and successfully. The characteristics associated with machismo and
marianismo could possibly manifest in a Hispanic patient as a result of biased treatment.
If the expectancy-role theory holds merit, discriminatory treatment could lead to a self-
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fulfilling prophecy (Casas, Turner, &Ruiz de Esparza, 2001). Hispanics who may not
have been predisposed to machismo or marianismo characteristics may start to develop
them just because they perceive those traits as being expected ofthem.
Studies involving the overall psychology of the stereotypical Latin gender roles
have just begun to scratch the surface. It is important for more work to be done to sort out
the complexities of these roles, to dispel misconceptions and provide sound psychological
treatment for all Hispanic patients.
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Alternative Perspectives
The word machismo has been used to describe mostly offending behavior of Latin
American males. Can the word describe the good qualities as well? What beneficial
behaviors are associated with the machismo stereotype? Surely, honor, supporting the
family and role model behavior can be associated with machismo. Because little
attention is paid to the positive side of machismo, the construct may not have been
studied thoroughly enough to determine if it can be thought of as a component of culture
or as an explanation for male behavior in this region. The question of class or the level of
wealth in relation to the macho stereotype also must be considered. Some researchers
point out that the true macho role can only be fulfilled by wealthier Latin Ametican
males because men of lesser means simply cannot afford to live a macho lifestyle of
leaving the parenting and household chores solely to the women (Beattie, 2002). This sort
of sharing the burden in what is considered to be the women's work would certainly
compromise the general machismo identity.
Lorraine Nencel (2001), a Latin American essayist researching prostitution in
Latin America, criticizes the generalizations of macho attitudes supposedly displayed by
patrons of prostitutes. Nencel, like Matthew C. Gutmann (2003) suggest tl1at when
discussing male behavior in issues (such as prostitution) in the region you have to
account for several influential characteristics like age, class, and background.
Researchers like Nencel and Gutmann are starting to expose what they consider to be the
fallacy of gender identities. Gender identity is a subjective and malleable concept
according to their research. They challenge other researchers to look deeper into the so-
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called " universal" and "well-defined" gender roles that are spoken about in many
documented works.
Joseph Carrier (1995) has focused much of his work on the homosexual identity
and believes strongly that the macho identity is built partially around the fact that
effeminate male behavior exists. There must be variations in gender behavior for any sort
of gender-related identity to exist. Through examples of behavior, it can be shown that
masculine identity stands alone because it contrasts with the behavior that makes up the
female identity. Again, it can be said that gender identity is subjective and changeable.
Varying opinions can change the landscape of gender identity. The mental picture of a
sliding scale is probably one of the least abstract ways to conceptualize these identities.
On one side of the scale exists the ultimate feminine identity and the other would be the
ultimate masculine identity. An individual identity will slide along this scale, rarely ever
remaining stagnant at any one point. So one individual's gender identity could never be
defined precisely. Circumstances, the environment, and other people will always be
interacting to shift one's position to different points along this scale.
Some scholars that argue that the concept of machismo in Latin America is
exaggerated and that the stereotype is used too broadly and erroneously to simplify
complex social issues in the region. In his research, Gutmaru1 (2003) suggests that
Hispanic men are portrayed negatively as philanderers, heavy drinkers and "macho
behemoths". He counters the notion of how Latin American men, particularly Mexican
men, are portrayed and documented. Machismo, according to Gutmann (2003), may be
appropriate in cettain contexts, but to paint a picture of machismo as a prevailing
masculine identity is narrow-minded and cettainly does not reflect the reality and
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complexity of male behavior in Latin American culture. Attitudes and behavior vary so
much, according to Guttmann, that the generalization of machismo does not apply to or
explain many situations. His work also expresses the idea of the fading intensity of
machismo over time. Much of Gutmann's work is field research, talking to men and
women in natural settings and gathering opinions. He concludes that the overall feeling
is that "machos" and exaggerated masculinity is less common in present society than it
was years ago.
Gutmann reports that many of his subjects are too young to be certain of the
attitudes of men from past generations, but the younger generation seems convinced that
machismo was more prevalent in the past than it is today. In contrast, subjects from an
older generation tend to define macho identities as equivalent to an honorable or noble
character. It is interesting that many of his subjects reveal that machismo exists today
within an annoying friend or relative who exhibits a "macho" attitude on a regular basis.
While machismo does not seem to be an overriding characteristic of Latin American men,
many Latin Americans will attest to knowing someone with these attributes. They are
described disdainfully as a "the typical macho Mexicano". The same men identified as
the typical macho will not necessarily reject the accusation, but their opinion of
machismo tends to vary from the ones who have described him. It is common in the
research regarding machismo to see that the ideas surrounding the stereotype, as
expressed by those living in the culture, varies significantly from one opinion to the next.
Some opinions teeter on being pejorative while others exalt the ideal macho
archetype. Another of Gutmann's points is that the actual word "machismo" is relatively
new in the Spanish and English vernacular. It is traceable only as far back as the 1940'
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or 1950's. Because the term is relatively new, its use in literature, scientific research and
in common everyday language does not suggest a strong cohesive definition. Instead, it is
used sometimes too broadly to catch the intended meaning or in an esoteric sense that
leaves room for much confusion.
One common theme that seems to be widely agreed upon by Gutmann's subjects
as well as other research is the element of wife beatings in association with machismo.
The same men who were described as macho and accepted the label were quick to point
out that they did not beat their wives. Apparently, many of the subjects feel that
machismo has an abusive connotation. In Mexico City, on metro lines during rush hour,
there are certain subway cars designated for woman and children only. Is this to prevent
the consequences of machismo's dark side? Signs and armed guards make it clear that
the segregation is enforced. These segregated cars are the overwhelming preference of
Mexican women. This speaks strongly for the reality that exists in this culture and for the
government's acknowledgement of the problem. Do these facts contradict Gutmann's
position of an overreaching or exaggerated generalization of machismos influence in
Latin America or has Mexico City taken preemptive steps to prevent the problem that
actually exists in cultures outside of Latin America?
The fact remains that the definition of machismo only exists in relationship to or
in contrast to other identities and stereotypes. There is no doubt that many sub-categories
exist to compare with the ultimate macho or masculine identity. At what level does
behavior become representative of machismo? Is machismo a characteristic that can only
be determined individually? Studies that examine machismo or trace its history tend to
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treat machismo as a cultural phenomenon rather than a personal one. With such broad
strokes we may simply be generalizing rather than understanding.
Researchers have found a wide range of masculine identities. For instance, in
Mexico, certain men are refereed to as "mandil6n". These are men that are not so
concerned about a macho image and will help out with household chores and the raising
of children (Gutmann, 2003). The meaning behind "mandil6n" is similar but stronger
than the English term "henpecked", but doesn' t carry a strong derogatory connotation.
However, Guttmann (2003) has found that some men apparently reject this title because
they fmd it emasculating.
Many Mexican men feel most comfortable with being considered neither macho
nor mandil6n. Most importantly, a man will think of himself in a variety of ways and in
terms of situations and specific behaviors that collectively define his character.
Machismo probably experiences a rise and fall in its intensity and pervasiveness
according to the socio-economic climate. Women in larger numbers have entered the
workforce in Latin America (Gutmann, 2003). This independence afforded to women
does little to support machismo within the culture. The necessity of having the women
work outside the home to support the family has started to balance out the role of power
among husbands and wives. Because women are more exposed to the outside world and
have the ability to earn their own living, fewer women are willing to submit to men with
macho attitudes. If any social force has tempered macho behavior, it is the fact that
woman have achieved greater autonomy and continue to do so (Gutmann, 1997).
Machismo is now being called into question, rather than being accepted by woman. Many
modern women are no longer willing to tolerate a man who feels he can cheat on his
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wife, ignore household duties or drink alcohol whenever it pleases him. Some researchers
have suggested that spikes in the rate of domestic violence in Latin America can be
attributed to woman asserting their independence on a more regular basis (Gutmann,
1997).
Latin men and woman are viewing gender identities as concepts that are not
permanent; the constructs are flexible and changeable. This leaves little room for the
perpetuation of machismo in many aspects of Latin society. As certain activities and
even professions become less associated with gender, the lines become more blurred and
opportunities for greater cooperation between both sexes begin to open.
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Conclusion
The purpose of this thesis has been to give the reader an overview of the gender
stereotypes that exist in Latin America. Because the Hispanic population is booming in
the United States, this may give readers who are unfamiliar with the notions of machismo
and marianismo insight into a culture that is rapidly become interwoven into American
society. Hopefully, the information has been presented in a manner in which the reader
can learn more about this subject as well as develop perceptions about these stereotypes
unique to Latino societies. It is clear that there are many different ideas about gender in
Latin America. The origin, psychology, and variations of these concepts can be
interpreted in a variety of ways.
However these ideas are interpreted, the influence of gender roles on sexuality
and social relationships are strong. These constructs have continued to evolve and will
continue to shape the way children are raised, help determine how social systems are
established, affect the nature of adult relationships, and give distinctive perspectives
about the world in which we live.
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